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In 1877 a hoard of nine copper alloy objects was recovered 
from a peat bog at Poolewe, Highland. It contained five 
socketed axeheads, three annular rings (of which one 
was retained by the finder, a local labourer; its current 
whereabouts are unknown) and a cup-ended ornament. Three 
of the socketed axeheads are variants of the Sompting type, 
allowing us to date the deposition of the hoard to the Llyn 
Fawr metalworking phase (800–600 BC; otherwise known 
as the Earliest Iron Age). Having been on extended loan to 
National Museums Scotland for over sixty years, later this 
year the Poolewe hoard will return to its place of origin and 
be displayed at Gairloch Heritage Centre, Highland. This 
has sparked renewed research, on which this note draws.
Study of the hoard revealed that one of the Sompting axe-
heads contains a small fragment of a haft (Quercus or Fraxinus 
sp., not heartwood), presenting a unique opportunity for 
dating a hoard of metalwork from the Llyn Fawr phase. 
National Museums Scotland submitted the fragment to 
the Scottish Universities Environmental Research Centre 
(SUERC), which produced a conventional radiocarbon 
age of 2553±21 BP (SUERC-81222 (GU48530): 796–765 
cal BC (68.2% probability) or 801–571 cal BC (95.4% 
probability)). This places the deposition of the Poolewe hoard 
firmly within the expected Llyn Fawr phase, probably within 
the earlier eighth century BC. Absolute dates for Llyn Fawr 
metalwork are rare and this result represents the first date ever 
acquired for a hoard of this period in Britain. Other results 
include axe hafts of a copper alloy Sompting axehead and 
an iron socketed axehead from Middlesex and Oxfordshire 
respectively, as well as from charcoal from a pyre context 
in Warwickshire in which cauldron fragments were found.
At present, the Poolewe hoard is one of only three metalwork 
hoards from Scotland dating to this period – the other two 
being from Tillicoultry, Stirling, and Lamancha, Scottish 
Borders. However, there are uncertainties about the findspot 
association of the axeheads from Lamancha, as they are 
Armorican types, far outside the traditional distribution area 
of such finds, and may therefore represent the activities of 
a local collector (Dot Boughton, pers. comm.). Meanwhile, 
as O’Connor pointed out in 2007 in the Tayside and Fife 
Archaeological Journal, the two axeheads recovered from 
Tillicoultry may have been deposited close to each other, 
but not directly associated. The account of discovery of the 
Poolewe hoard by William Jolly in the Proceedings of the 
Society of Antiquaries of Scotland in 1880 confirms that all 
objects were found together while peat digging. The Poolewe 
hoard is thus unique in Scotland as the only certain mixed-
character hoard from the Earliest Iron Age. Its late date 
means it could represent one of the last acts of hoarding 
metalwork in Scotland, ending the long-standing hoarding 
traditions of the Late Bronze Age. 
The fact that we can confirm the integrity of the hoard becomes 
yet more important when analysing the individual objects. 
The cup-ended ornament, for instance, is typologically more 
in keeping with the Ewart Park phase of the Late Bronze Age 
(920–800 cal BC) and thus may have been in circulation for 
some time when deposited. Similarly, one of the axeheads 
is deliberately broken and survives only as a fragment of a 
cutting edge – this practice is more common in the Ewart 
Park phase and is rare in Llyn Fawr hoards. Therefore, this 
hoard seems to represent a mixture of objects and ideas in the 
transitional period from the Late Bronze Age into the Earliest 
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Iron Age, further strengthening the likely depositional date 
in the early eighth century. 
The new radiocarbon date offers the opportunity to think 
about how we might interpret the perceived temporal span 
of the objects in this particular hoard, as well as reflecting 
on changing practices. A forthcoming article will further 
explore these themes alongside additional artefact research, 
shedding new light on this hoard and its position within 
Earliest Iron Age Scotland. 
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Findspot Material dated Associated 
metalwork
BP Cal BC 
(2σ) 
Lab code Reference
Poolewe, Highland Axe haft Hoard 2553±21 801–571 SUERC-81222 
Broom, Warwickshire
Charcoal 
(Fraxinus sp., 
heartwood) Class B2 
cauldron 
fragments
2570±55 833–521 OxA-6282 Gale in Palmer 1999, 
Birmingham and Warwickshire 
Archaeological Society 
Transactions 103, 53 Charcoal 
(Fraxinus sp., 
heartwood)
2475±55 773–416 OxA-6283
Buscott Lock, 
Oxfordshire
Axe haft Iron axehead 2480±50 776–416 OxA-6216 Needham et al. 1997, 
Archaeological Journal 154, 98
River Thames, Kew 
Deer Park, Middlesex
Axe haft
(Salix/Populus)
Sompting 
axehead
2545±55 830–510 OxA-4658 Needham et al. 1997, 
Archaeological Journal 154, 72
The calibrated date on the haft 
fragment (provided by SUERC)
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